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The past decade has seen increasing global policy 
attention to nutrition. Concrete steps have been 
taken to construct a global governance architecture 
for nutrition and also to mobilise resources for 
action.1 Eﬃ  cacious, low-cost inter ventions exist,2 and 
there is greater consensus around technical issues, 
including the role of nutrition-speciﬁ c and nutrition-
sensitive interventions in addressing mal nutrition in 
diﬀ erent settings.3 The economic argument to invest 
in nutrition is well developed, supported by cost-
beneﬁ t analyses and studies that quantify the cost to 
scale up interventions.4 Additionally, the normative 
argument to protect and promote the right to food and 
health supports a moral obligation to act.5 However, 
as stakeholders gather at the Second International 
Conference on Nutrition (ICN2) and commit to the 
Rome Declaration on Nutrition this month, signiﬁ cant 
challenges remain in implementing the global nutrition 
agenda and in translating policy momentum into 
tangible results. 
Historically, implementation of nutrition policy has 
con fronted persistent obstacles.6 This is not surprising 
since progress requires success at each step in the 
policy reform cycle: building political commitment 
for nutrition, designing and revising relevant policies, 
getting new policies accepted and adopted, and 
implementing the policies in ways that advance 
nutrition goals. Many obstacles arise from political 
economy sources, suggesting that better understanding 
of these factors could help mitigate impediments and 
advance nutrition goals.7
There is growing agreement, both in the academic 
literature and from development agencies, that 
develop ment cannot be understood, analysed, or 
managed without explicit recognition of the roles of 
politics, economics, and institutions in shaping what 
happens.7 In practice, application of a political economy 
perspective broadens the operational lens to look 
beyond technical solutions, sensitising practitioners to 
the roles of power, incentives, institutions, and ideas 
that shape policy processes in reality. Expansion of 
conceptual horizons is particularly relevant for nutrition: 
our review of the literature on the political economy 
of food and nutrition security showed how these 
factors create a powerful web of obstacles to achieving 
nutrition security.7 Although the nutrition community is 
constantly engaged in political economy in practice, the 
capacity for systematic analysis is limited.8 Thus, more 
systematic application of political economy analysis for 
food and nutrition security, along with serious capacity 
development in this ﬁ eld, could help implement 
nutrition reforms. 
Applied political economy analysis covers a spectrum 
of approaches and tools that can assist policy makers 
with making decisions and identifying political 
strategies for reform.7 These can be applied at diﬀ erent 
levels, from national to subnational levels; to sectors or 
thematic areas; to speciﬁ c projects or policy reforms; 
and they vary in terms of scope and focus.9–11 This 
spectrum extends from in-depth political economy 
analyses (which are detailed, theory-based “academic” 
analyses done by experts to provide rich contextual 
understanding of political economy drivers relating 
to speciﬁ c contexts and events), to rapid-assessment 
studies (which are quick, problem-focused diagnostic 
assessments that can be carried out with minimal 
training in the method).12
Depending on needs, purposes, and resources 
(especially time, money, and expertise), diﬀ erent kinds 
of political economy analysis can be used to inform 
policy making for nutrition security. Although these 
vary in the degree of academic validity and practical 
application, they share similar principles to help guide 
political economy analysis: (1) clear articulation of the 
speciﬁ c research question; (2) selection of the stage 
of the policy cycle for analysis (agenda-setting, policy 
design, policy adoption, and implementation); (3) 
systematic step-wise approach to answer the research 
question, with application of political economy analysis 
tools to support the policy process; and (4) design 
or assessment of political strategies. This systematic 
approach to political economy analysis should improve 
the utility and quality of the analysis in the diverse 
settings where this work can be carried out, and be 
complemented by a process of periodic reassessment 
of political strategies and actions, with monitoring of 
outcomes against expectations. 
The ﬁ eld of global nutrition has an urgent need to 
bring political economy analysis into the consciousness 
of policy advocates, policy analysts, and policy makers. 
Published Online
November 18, 2014
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/
S2214-109X(14)70350-X
Comment
e682 www.thelancet.com/lancetgh   Vol 2   December 2014
Main streaming of applied political economy analysis 
can increase the development eﬀ ectiveness for nutrition 
and increase the likelihood of politically feasible reforms 
that ﬁ t the local context. Lack of political will is often 
cited as an obstacle to progress for nutrition—despite 
the fact that this term is both vague and passive. 
Unpacking this lack of political will (by stage of policy 
cycle, issue, and political economy driver) would help to 
identify the obstacles that need to be addressed through 
the development of political skill. More systematic use 
of political economy analysis across the policy cycle 
could improve eﬀ orts to create nutrition security, 
especially in varied contexts where undernutrition 
stubbornly persists. 
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